AS FIGURES pour in, the estimates of covid-19\'s death rate still vary wildly, from as low as 1 in 1000 to as high as 1 in 30.

That is because the risk depends on your age, sex, health and the care you receive. In other words, death rates will vary from place to place and over time.

In the UK, as of 5 April, 4934 people had died out of 47,806 confirmed cases -- a crude case fatality rate of around 10 per cent. For Italy, the figure is 12 per cent and for Germany just 1 per cent.

These figures don\'t tell us how many of those who are infected will die, known as the infection fatality rate. That\'s because crude case fatality rates don\'t take into account the fact that some of those counted in the confirmed case numbers haven\'t recovered yet and may still die. Early in March, for instance, South Korea had a crude case fatality rate of just 0.6 per cent. That has risen to 1.7 per cent. Among resolved cases -- those who have died or recovered -- the case fatality rate in South Korea is 2.9 per cent.

Age is a factor, says Melinda Mills at the Leverhulme Centre for Demographic Science in the UK. In South Korea and Germany, the first people to be infected were mostly younger. Based on what is happening in Italy, Mills and her colleagues calculate that if 10 per cent of people become infected, there would be 302,530 deaths in Italy, with its ageing population of 61 million, but 142,058 deaths in Nigeria, with its much younger population of 191 million.

If lots of infected people with mild or no symptoms are being missed, the infection fatality rate will be much lower than the case fatality rate. For example, the UK is testing only severely ill people and missing mild cases, but South Korea and Germany are testing more widely.

Neil Ferguson and his team at Imperial College London have estimated the number of missed cases in China based on how many people who were evacuated from Wuhan tested positive. They concluded that the infection fatality rate in China is 0.66 per cent (*The Lancet Infectious Diseases*, doi.org/ggqn5t).

Julien Riou at the University of Bern in Switzerland instead assumes that all covid-19 cases among people over 80 are being detected. His team estimates that the infection fatality rate in Italy is 3.3 per cent, rising from 1 per cent among people aged between 50 and 59 to nearly 90 per cent in those aged 80 or above. For China and Spain, the overall rate is 3 per cent. If half of cases in those over 80 are being missed, it would halve these figures, says Riou.

Jason Oke at the University of Oxford thinks not all of the deaths attributed to covid-19 are caused by it. He points out that while there is an excess of deaths in Italy according to EuroMOMO, a public health monitoring organisation, it isn\'t as large as that during the last bad flu season in 2016. His team thinks the infection fatality rate could be as low as 0.1 per cent.

But on 1 April, the EuroMOMO website had a highlighted warning against drawing such conclusions based on its data. While that warning has since been removed, it still states that the "number of deaths in recent weeks should be interpreted with caution".

What\'s more, it has also been reported that one badly hit town in Italy called Nembro has had 158 deaths so far this year compared with an annual average of 35 for the past five years. Only 31 of the 158 deaths were recorded as due to covid-19.

For now, we still can\'t say for sure what the infection fatality rates are. This will start to become clearer if antibody testing can reveal who has been infected in the past, and thus the number of missed cases.
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